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Distance-Based and Distributed Learning
A Decision Tool for Education Leaders

Distance Learning: Instruction
that takes place with the instructor
and learners in different physical
locations. Time locations may be
the same, synchronous, or
different, asynchronous, according
to course scheduling and delivery
medium. Distance learning may
employ stand-alone print or
electronic media, but is most
commonly thought of as being
delivered via telecommunications,
especially television or the
internet.

Distributed Learning: Instruction
that mixes delivery modes and
media; it may include face-to-face,
print, and digital presentations.

Delivery Media: Formats can be
broadly divided into print, audio,
video, and digital data, but there is
some overlap. Web-based presen-
tation is popular, but other useful
formats such as phone, fax, and
recorded audio and video should
not be overlooked.

Introduction

Distance learning has matured in step with technology, progressing from
print-based mail correspondence courses to radio and television broadcasts to
interactive multimedia presentations delivered to networked microcomputers via
Internet and satellite-based telecommunications. The popularity of distance-
based instruction has brought it into elementary and secondary schools, colleges
and universities, continuing education programs, business and industry, and
private homes. Distance learning makes possible training or instruction to
individuals with special needs and interests and to those whose family or work
commitments prevent them from attending traditional, classroom-based instruc-
tion. Many industries find distance-based training more cost-effective than
sending employees off-site.

While the mode of delivery has changed, the development and presentation
of instruction should continue to be based on sound principles. Unfortunately, the
rapid growth of information technologies and the increasing demand for dis-
tance-based instruction have led to a proliferation of courses that incorporate the
latest technology but fall short in desired instructional outcomes. It is tempting to
become caught up in the design and layout of computer screens, Web pages, and
graphics, but there are many important decisions to make before creating the
content.

This tool presents a sound progression of data collection and decision
making strategies that can increase the effectiveness of distance-based or
distributed learning instruction. Follow the numbered steps and develop answers
to the questions. Some questions include sample responses, but specific answers
depend on the unique needs and situations of the institution and the learners.

Basic Assumptions

First, establish the basic assumptions.

Is the purpose to supplement an existing course or create a whole new
course? In either case, the entire course or parts of it may already be developed
and available for use or purchase.

Do funding and/or time constraints affect decisions to purchase or develop
components? If development is the choice, plan to rely on three key people: a
content expert, an instructional designer, and an information technology special-
ist. Other people may be needed for design, layout, creation, or ptogramming of
media elements.

Needs Assessment

Know your learners and know their technology.
Develop instruction for a specific audience. Age, reading, and maturity levels
all affect instructional design. Adult learners who want to improve their job skills

3
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will have different motivation levels
than younger tearners who want to
augment their traditional schooling
with a distance-based course.

Instructional design will be limited
by the infrastructure available to
deliver it. Large graphic and media
files are not suitable for downloading
through a modem, but providing this
supplemental material on a videocas-
sette or CD may be very useful.

Content Definition

Perform an instructional analysis.
In this important step, instructional
goals and objectives are identified,
then assessments that match these
objectives are created. Both content
and assessment should drive decisions
about sequencing, presentation, and
media selection. How will learners
demonstrate proficiency? When
learners must demonstrate skills or
knowledge in a manner consistent with
the requirements of the objectives,
Web-based training that relies solely
on text and simple graphics may not
allow them to do so effectively.

Instructional Strategy

Outline the sequence of the
content side by side with the activities
and assessments. After deciding what
to teach, the instructional strategy
suggests when and how to teach it.
Poorly designed instructional strategies
can actually prevent students from

receiving adequate exposure to
required content. The time invested in
carefully designing the instructional
strategy and creating a storyboard will
pay off in faster development and more
effective instruction.

Course Development or
Acquisition

Once content has been defined
and strategies have been identified,
decide whether to develop or purchase
the course or any of its components.
Whatever the decision, course materi-
als should be evaluated before they are
incorporated. Presentation formats will
be guided by the learner profile and
technology infrastructure identified in
the Needs Assessment, as well as the
definitions of content and instructional
strategy.

Know the capacity of the technol-
ogy infrastructure. This makes possible
the selection of appropriate digital
media to support both synchronous
and asynchronous communication.
Placing too much emphasis on media
development may divert attention from
course management considerations.
Developed or acquired media should
integrate easily into the existing or
proposed technology infrastructure
while supporting the collection,
analysis, and presentation of course
data.

Understand the legal issues
surrounding intellectual property.

Distance-Based and Distributed Learning
A Decision Tool for Education Leaders

Tammy M. McGraw, Ed.D., and John D. Ross, Ph.D.
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Rights to content and media developed
for distance-based and distributed
courses will differ from one scenario to
another and ownership should be
agreed before developing the course.

Evaluation

Formative evaluation demands that
the material be revised, if necessary,
before final preparation. Gather
feedback from all stakeholders: the
instructors, support personnet, and
potential learners who match the target
audience identified in the Needs
Assessment.

While formative evaluation helps in
developing instructional units,
summative evaluation collected during
and after actual instruction may provide
further ideas for revision. It can also
identify successful teaching and
learning strategies for use in develop-
ing subsequent course offerings.

Instructional Delivery

Ensure that instructors and support
personnel receive training in course
delivery. The intensity and duration of
training will depend on staff familiarity
with the chosen format—on-line and
teleconferencing formats require
different teaching and learning strate-
gies than do more traditiona! face-to-
face presentations.

Remember that tearners, too, may
require both content and technical
support.
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